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tion stopped in 1894—47 years ago, and as prisoners had
to be at least twenty years of age before they could be sent
to New Caledonia, the youngest of them is 67 years old now.
The Sisters of Mercy provide a home for those who want it,
but it is very hard for most of them to exchange the small
liberties which they enjoy roaming the Noumean streets, for
the restrictions of life within the four walls of a religious,
institution.
Most of them are well-known characters and can always
rely on a few francs a day from former employers or
workmates. One of the habitues of the place is 'Robert le
Bourriquet' (Robert the little Donkey), a lean-faced
haggard man, whose clothes droop loosely from his fleshless
bones. The story is told that in former days he operated a
transport service from the Bay des Pirogues on the East
Coast, to the Anna Louise chrome mine. With a little
donkey he laboriously made the 16 km. trip up a steep
mountain from the Bay to the mine, a bag of flour slung
across the donkey's back being the most frequent load. One
day, to the amazement of the mine-workers, he staggered
up to the mine with the 58 kg. (128 Ibs.) bag of flour
together with the diminutive donkey both slung across his
shoulders. The donkey had jibbed, and rather than be
beaten, he decided to carry both of them to the mine. He
was immediately dubbed 6Le Bourriquet,' a name which has
stuck to him ever since.
Then there is Henri Tartas—one of the unluckiest of
the old 'bagnards'—who came within an ace of making a
clean get-away from the island. For a few francs or a finger
of rum at La Chaumi&re—one of Noumea's well-known
bars—Henri Tartas is always willing to retell his tale. He
modestly passes over the primary reason for his banishment
to New Caledonia, and begins his story when he was working
as a bootmaker in the penitentiary at Bourail.
The idea of escape came easy to the deportees and Tartas
was apparently more imaginative than most. With half a
dozen of his comrades in misfortune, a stolen whaleboat,
provisioned with stolen food, and a naive trust in wind and

